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Revolt and the Manipulation of Sacral and 
Private Space in 12th-Century Laon and 
Bruges

Jeroen Deploige
Ghent University

AbstrAct

Thanks to the highly original testimony of the Benedictine abbot Guibert of Nogent 
and the cleric Galbert of Bruges we are well informed about the communal revolt in 
Laon in 1112, where bishop Gaudry was killed, and on the brutal events in Flanders 
after the murder of count Charles the Good in the church of St Donatian in Bruges 
in 1127. In this chapter I analyse some aspects of the way in which the urban space 
was ‘manipulated’ and ‘consumed’ in the course of these bloody 12th-century upris-
ings. I will focus on two recurrent patterns in the dynamics of urban spatiality in Laon 
and Bruges: firstly, the phenomenon of assassinations in or close to sacral buildings, 
which, from the sources, appears almost as a ritual transgression, pregnant with sym-
bolic meaning, and then, the practice of destroying and burning private houses, which 
seems to be, at first sight, an example of rather blind and unreasonable action in a spiral 
of violence. Yet both these interpretations need serious qualification. 

Samenvatting
Dankzij de hoogst originele getuigenissen van de benedictijner abt Guibert van Nogent 
en van de clericus Galbert van Brugge zijn we bijzonder goed geïnformeerd over de com-
munale revolte in Laon uit 1112 tijdens de welke bisschop Gauderic werd vermoord en 
over de gebeurtenissen in Vlaanderen na de moord op Karel de Goede in de kerk van St.-
Donatiaan in Brugge in 1127. In deze bijdrage wordt ingegaan op enkele aspecten die deel 
uitmaken van de wijze waarop de stedelijke ruimte in dergelijke bloedige opstanden uit de 
vroege twaalfde eeuw werd ‘gemanipuleerd’ en ‘geconsumeerd’. De focus ligt hierbij op twee 
terugkerende patronen uit de dynamiek van de ruimtelijkheid in Laon en Brugge: het 
fenomeen van politieke moorden in of nabij sacrale gebouwen dat in de bronnen haast als 
een vorm van rituele transgressie wordt beschreven, beladen met symbolische betekenis, en 
de praktijk van het vernielen en verbranden van private woningen, hetgeen op het eerste 
gezicht een voorbeeld lijkt te zijn van blinde en onredelijke woede binnen een spiraal van 
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geweld. Deze beide interpretaties, die ons door onze middeleeuwse getuigen worden voor-
geschoteld, dienen echter ernstig te worden genuanceerd.

The rise of towns constitutes one of the most important spatial and empowering de-
velopments of the Western Middle Ages. Drawing on Henri Lefebvre’s neo-marxist 
insights, the American medievalist Martha Howell rightly states that the medieval city 
was “not just a creation in space but a creation of space” and that this space should be 
considered therefore “a social production”1. Indeed, the medieval city not only gradu-
ally distinguished itself architecturally as a fortified island, surrounded by city walls, in 
the feudal countryside2. It was also becoming the locus for the rise of merchant capi-
talism, of renewed definitions of personal freedom and of the earliest articulations of 
sovereignty of the people in the West3. Urban development went hand in hand with the 
development of completely new daily practices and group identities4. While from the 
10th century onwards, the first examples surfaced in north-west Europe of rebellions 
by sworn associations of ministeriales of town lords, especially in old episcopal towns 
like Liege or Cambrai, we can notice how, in the late 11th century, several examples are 
known, between the Loire and the Rhine, of confederacies of merchants and craftsmen, 
who gradually managed to extort real town privileges – often called Peaces – from their 
feudal lords5. According to several borough charters, this new kind of freedom was of-
ten granted to every individual who had stayed within the town for one year and a day: 
new citizens were then finally liberated from all of the economic and legal constraints 
that pertained to the status of serfs on the feudal demesne. In north-west Europe, this 
principle emerged from several charters from the middle of the 12th century onwards6. 
Hence, and especially according to a rather romanticised view, cities seemed to become 
not only the cradles of the revival of commerce and entrepreneurship, but also islands 
of relative peace in a society dominated by legal uncertainty and feudal violence7.

The struggle for urban freedom during the so-called ‘communal’ era of the second half 
of the 11th and the first half of the 12th centuries, however, was often realised through 
conflict and violence, typical of the warrior mentality by which the whole society was 
still impregnated8. During these events, the urban space was often subjected to unusual 
forms of appropriation, two of which are treated in this chapter. Several examples are 
known from that period of urban revolts, a few of them even involving cases of impor-
tant political assassinations of representatives of the old feudal power. These acts of bru-
tal and shocking violence inspired the writing of two of the most personal texts from 
the 12th century, the Monodiae or De vita sua by Guibert of Nogent and the De multro, 
traditione, et occisione gloriosi Karoli comitis Flandriae by Galbert of Bruges, which are 
today among the classics of 12th century writing9. The Monodiae – literally ‘solitary 
songs’ – were written by the rather conservative Benedictine abbot Guibert of Nogent 
shortly after an important communal revolt in the northern French city of Laon in 
1112, where, among others, the bishop of the town had been assassinated. In order to 
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come to a good understanding and explanation of the events in Laon, Guibert not only 
described the revolt itself in detail; in his analysis of the failed ecclesiastical leadership 
of his time, he also included his own personal life history, preceding his account with 
one of the oldest known autobiographies of the Middle Ages, written after the example 
of Augustine’s late-antique Confessiones10. The De multro, on the other hand, was writ-
ten by Galbert of Bruges after the unexpected murder of the Flemish count Charles the 
Good on 2 March 1127 in the Bruges church of St. Donation. For two months after 
the murder, Galbert, a cleric in the count’s fiscal administration, kept a kind of ‘journal’ 
– now lost – of the confusing events he was witnessing in the aftermath of the murder. 
In the summer and autumn of 1127, he reworked his daily notes, added some extra 
chapters and prefaced his text by a prologue. After the outbreak of civil war in Flanders 
in 1128, due to a succession crisis after the murder, Galbert resumed his work to record 
the new developments on a regular basis until the installation, in the summer of 1128, 
of the new count, Thierry of Alsace11.

Though evidently influenced by the ecclesiastical backgrounds of their authors – a 
Benedictine monk with rural, aristocratic roots and a cleric living in an urban context 
respectively – the texts of Guibert and Galbert offer a very real insight into the chro-
nology and the nature of these events and, more specifically, into the role played by the 
urban space during these moments of violence12. Therefore, their texts allow also to 
proceed with what Michel Foucault in 1967 called a “reading” of spaces13. In particu-
lar, I will analyse some aspects of the way in which the urban space was ‘manipulated’ 
and ‘consumed’, i.e. how its ordinary functions were changed and how it became the 
arena for a redefinition of the existing power relations in the course of these bloody 
12th century uprisings14. The focus of this chapter – which is not more than a sketch 
– will be on two recurrent patterns in the dynamics of urban spatiality in Laon and Bru-
ges. Firstly, I will briefly explore the phenomenon of assassinations in or close to sacral 
buildings, which, from the sources, appears almost as a ritual transgression, pregnant 
with symbolic meaning. Then I will have a closer look at the practice of destroying and 
burning private houses, which seems, at first sight, to be an example of rather blind and 
unreasonable actions in a spiral of violence. Although I will make use of ample excerpts 
from my two main sources, it is not my aim simply to describe these practices as they 
are perceived through the eyes of Guibert and by Galbert, but also to try to assess their 
actual meaning within the social dynamics of the early 12th century. However, in order 
to offer sufficient contextual background, I need to start with a brief outline of the 
historical developments.

struggling for freedom in lAon And bruges

The events in both Laon and Bruges were typical of the 11th and 12th century context 
of social mobility, rising commercial interests, urbanisation and the difficult intercourse 
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between the new groups of townsmen struggling for personal freedom and the repre-
sentatives of the old feudal authority. In Laon, an old royal episcopal town, tensions 
were growing between at least four different parties: the varied citizen groups – of free 
and non-free men –, the regional nobility, the ecclesiastical authorities headed by the 
bishop, and the French royal authorities15. After the difficult election of the new bishop 
Gaudry in 1106, an avaricious man with strong ties to the English crown, Laon became 
gradually more violent and less secure. Tired of this atmosphere which caused a lot of 
harm to their commercial activities and during an absence of bishop Gaudry, the citi-
zens finally managed to install a ‘commune’, which was accepted by the local religious 
elites, as the latter hoped to make increased profits out of the agreement. Guibert of 
Nogent’s definition of this commune has become very famous among medieval histori-
ans, despite the fact that it is coloured by his strong moral denunciation of the novelty 
of this emancipating social institution:

Commune: a new and evil name for an arrangement for them all to pay the customary head 
tax, which they owe their lords as a servile due, in a lump sum once a year, and if anyone 
commits a crime, he shall pay a fine set by law, and all other financial exactions which are 
customarily imposed on serfs are completely abolished16.

The agreement implied a sworn oath between the citizens and the town rulers. How-
ever, on his return, the bishop understood that, in the long term, this new situation 
would cause him to lose power and income. Hence, after promising him a bribe higher 
than that of the citizens, he convinced the king of France, Louis VI, to abolish the com-
mune. Then, in April 1112, a real revolt broke out, in which Gaudry and a few other 
notable men were lynched. The cathedral and the bishop’s palace were set on fire and 
the quarters of the episcopal canons were destroyed. The situation was normalised only 
after three years of troubles and in 1128, Laon received a royal charter of peace17.

The troubles in Bruges and Flanders took yet another turn and became even more com-
plicated18. There, the feudal monarch, Charles, count of Flanders, was supported by the 
majority of his subjects, as he had succeeded in limiting the needless use of violence in 
the county and in bringing internal peace. However, in 1091, nearly thirty years before 
Charles came to power, the direction of the county’s demesnes and fiscal collections 
had fallen into the hands of a certain Bertulf, provost of the count’s chapter of St. Dona-
tian and, in that position, chancellor of the county administration. Bertulf belonged to 
the clan of the Erembalds, a family of former non-free men, who had taken advantage 
of the possibilities of moving up socially and who had managed to dominate all kinds 
of important secular and ecclesiastical functions in the county. Charles hoped to break 
their power and return them to serfdom, but the Erembalds were very well aware of the 
count’s threat. At the instigation of Bertulf and his nephew Borsiard, they conspired 
against Charles and killed him in March 1127. However, after the murder of Charles, 
the Erembald clan quickly lost control of the situation. Some of the murderers and trai-
tors, among them the provost Bertulf, succeeded in escaping from Bruges, but they were 
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later captured and executed. Others held out under siege for a month and a half, but 
were finally captured as well. Because Charles had no children of his own and never had 
named a successor, central authority broke down in a chaos of lawlessness and looting. 
However, despite the existence of several candidates, the same Louis VI, who had also 
been implicated in the earlier events in Laon, succeeded in having a new count elected 
within just a few weeks. It looked as if the unproblematic election of this new count, 
William Clito, and the final punishment of the traitors had resolved the political im-
passe in Flanders rather quickly. Yet William became more and more compromised as 
he refused to respect the privileges that he had accorded to the Flemish towns, and his 
dispute with king Henry I of England threatened the good economic relations between 
England and Flanders. In 1128, civil war broke out. Among the several challengers to 
William, one pretender moved to the fore: Thierry of Alsace, another blood relative 
of the murdered Charles. Supported by a coalition of townsmen and some nobles, he 
ended up, at the end of July 1128, as William’s successor, after the latter’s sudden death 
on the battlefield.

AssAssinAtions in sAnctuAries

The events on which we are so richly informed by Guibert of Nogent and Galbert of 
Bruges show several remarkable similarities. Both texts offer testimonies of uprisings 
which took place within an interval of only fifteen years and at only some 200 kilome-
tres from each other. In the case of Laon as well as of Bruges we are confronted with 
political murders of important representatives of the old feudal power, a bishop and 
a count. It turns out moreover that in these two cases the actual killings were carried 
out under the direction of men of non-free origin who had been able to climb upwards 
socially. Bishop Gaudry of Laon was murdered after having been discovered in his hide-
out by a certain Thiégaud, a serf of the abbey of St Vincent who had enriched himself as 
toll collector and who had committed himself to the commune19. In Bruges, it was one 
of the Erembalds, namely Borsiard, who, with his men, had slaughtered count Charles 
the Good20. Yet the most striking parallel, which is also highly significant for the issue 
of spatiality, is the fact that in Guibert’s work as well as in Galbert’s, we are dealing with 
murder scenarios which had occurred in or near important churches: in Laon, the ca-
thedral of Notre Dame, in Bruges the important count’s church of St. Donatian. Both 
in Laon and in Bruges, people were confronted, in other words, with a double desa-
cralisation. Princes were being killed who were considered representatives of the divine 
power and these ignominies had also occurred in public sacred places, which were sym-
bols of God’s presence on earth. This combination of brutality and desecration seems to 
have shocked a lot of contemporaries, not the least the authors of our sources, Guibert 
and Galbert, who have given a great deal of detailed attention to the description of 
precisely these violent acts and to the interpretation of their meaning.
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In Laon, the assassination of bishop Gaudry constituted the culminating point of a 
spiral of violence which had started in 1111, when Gaudry himself had ordered his 
men to kill, during his own absence, a certain Gérard of Quierzy, a royal castellan, with 
whom he was embroiled, in the cathedral of Laon. This murder would finally also seal 
Gaudry’s own fate. It was hence described in detail by Guibert who judged it the conse-
quence of a highly sacrilegious oath:

Dressed in this mantle over a robe of Tyrian purple, he [Gérard] went on horseback with 
some of his knights to the church. After entering, he stopped before the image of the cruci-
fied Lord, his followers dispersed here and there among various altars to the saints, and the 
servants of the conspirators kept an eye on them. Word was then sent to the household of 
the bishop in the episcopal palace that Gérard of Quierzy – as he was called, since he was 
lord of that castle – had come to the church to pray. Carrying their swords under their 
cloaks, the bishop’s brother Rorigon and others went through the vaulted ambulatory to 
the place where he was praying. He was stationed at the foot of a column, called a pillar, a 
few columns away from the pulpit, at about the middle of the church. While the morning 
was still dark and there were few people to be seen in the great church, they seized the man 
from behind as he prayed. He was praying with the fastening of his cloak thrown behind 
and his hands clasped on his breast. Seizing the cloak from behind, one of them held him 
in it like a sack so that he could not easily move his hands. When the bishop’s steward had 
seized him in this fashion, he said, “You are taken”. With his usual fierceness, Gérard turned 
his eye round on him (for he had only one) and looking at him said, “Get out of here, you 
dirty lecher!” But the steward said to Rorigon, “Strike!” and, drawing his sword with his left 
hand, he wounded him between the nose and the brow. Knowing he was done for, Gérard 
said, “Take me wherever you want”. Then as they stabbed at him repeatedly and pressed him 
hard, in desperation he cried out with all his strength, “Holy Mary, aid me!” Saying this, he 
fell in extreme suffering21.

When one year later, Gaudry had himself become the victim of the violence which he 
had primed, Guibert focuses on a striking parallel. The attack on Gaudry on 25 April 
1112 was brought about after a furious crowd of citizens had accessed the episcopal 
palace “through the nave of the cathedral of Notre-Dame and through the very door 
by which Gérard’s killers had come and gone”22. After having fought back for a while, 
Gaudry – who in the eyes of Guibert was anything but a hero! – escaped to the stor-
age cellar of the cathedral where he hid himself in a container. Being discovered there 
by the above mentioned Thiégaud, he was dragged outside the building and cruelly 
slaughtered in a narrow lane.

In Galbert of Bruges’ report of the carefully planned assassination of count Charles the 
Good, we recognise easily the scenario which had also been followed in the murder 
of Gérard of Quierzy, in which the conspirators wanted to surprise their victim in the 
early morning in the church:

Therefore when day had dawned, so dark and foggy that you could not distinguish anything 
a spear’s length away, Borsiard secretly sent several serfs out into courtyard of the count to 
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watch for his entrance into the church. The count had arisen very early and had made of-
ferings to the poor in his own house, as he was accustomed to do, and so was on his way 
to church. […] And when he had set out on his way toward the church of Saint Donatian, 
the serfs who had been watching for his exit ran back and told the traitors that the count 
had gone up into the gallery of the church with a few companions. Then that raging Bor-
siard and his knights and servants, all with drawn swords beneath their cloaks, followed the 
count into the same gallery, dividing into two groups so that not one of those whom they 
wished to kill could escape from the gallery by either way, and behold! they saw the count 
prostrate before the altar, on a low stool, where he was chanting psalms to God and at the 
same time devoutly offering prayers and giving out pennies to the poor23.

However, from a passage a little later on in his account, in which he depicts the dying 
count, we can deduce how Galbert turned the sacral setting of this murder into an 
excellent opportunity to portray Charles the Good as a true and Christlike martyr for 
justice: 

The office of the first hour was completed and also the response of the third hour, when 
Paternoster is said, and when the count, according to custom, was praying, reading aloud 
obligingly; then at last, after so many plans and oaths and pacts among themselves, those 
wretched traitors, already murderers at heart, slew the count, who was struck down with 
swords and run through again and again, while he was praying devoutly and giving alms, 
humbly kneeling before the Divine Majesty. And so God gave the palm of the martyrs to 
the count, the course of whose good life was washed clean in the rivulets of his blood and 
brought to an end in good works. In the final moment of his life and at the onset of death, 
he most nobly had lifted his countenance and his royal hands to heaven, as well as he could 
amid so many blows and thrusts of the swordsmen; and so he surrendered his spirit to the 
Lord of all and offered himself as a morning sacrifice to God24.

Galbert was moreover not the only author who immediately tried to sanctify the as-
sassinated count. In the same month as Galbert’s text, a truly hagiographical account 
of Charles’s passio was also written, commissioned by no less a person than John of 
Warneton, bishop of Thérouanne25.

If we return to our comparison between Guibert and Galbert, it is especially noticeable 
that both authors developed very similar interpretations of the political murders which 
they experienced, considering them highly symbolical events. Both searched for an ex-
planation in the distant past, in which God’s anger was aroused. For Guibert, the mur-
der of Gaudry and the tragedy of Laon constituted a punishment for the support by 
bishop Adalbéron of Laon for king Hugh Capet, who, in 987, had wrongfully wrested 
power from the old Carolingian dynasty. Galbert, on the other hand, considered the 
murder of Charles and the fate of the Erembald clan as a divine settlement of a heredi-
tary debt dating from the 1070s, when Robert the Frisian, Charles’s grandfather, had 
seized power illegally and when the Erembalds had begun their social promotion after 
the murder, by the old Erembald, of the castellan of Bruges. 
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It is striking that, over a short period of time historically speaking, several political mur-
ders took place in or around churches, which were functioning at the same time as lieux 
de mémoire for the most famous assassination in the history of Christianity, the passion 
of Christ. Some of these medieval murders even resulted in successful canonisations. 
The most famous example of such a martyr is that of Thomas Becket who was killed 
in Canterbury in 1170. Yet it is noticeable too that Charles the Good’s own father, 
king Canute IV of Denmark, was also killed in 1086 in St. Alban’s church in Odense 
by rebellious nobles and that he was soon considered as the ‘protomartyr’ of recently 
Christianised Scandinavia. Can these examples, with their very specific spatial context, 
reinforce a rather ritualistic approach to the phenomenon of medieval political assassi-
nation26? While one could be tempted to consider murders in sanctuaries as deliberate 
attempts to desacralise those settings or to show that the violence was legitimised by 
God, I think we should also keep in mind some very down-to-earth reasons. From an-
cient times, churches and other religious buildings had constituted public spaces where 
violence was to be banned, where asylum could be found and where a potential, un-
armed victim should normally find himself protected by the sacred setting27. However, 
from the Early Middle Ages onwards, violation of church asylum constituted a highly 
efficient act in private warfare. Sacred services in sanctuaries, moreover, were usually or-
ganised following a strict timetable, which allowed the planning of a murder very care-
fully, especially in the medieval context when clocks were introduced in the civic life 
only from the thirteenth century onwards28. Yet, while political murders in sanctuaries 
were inspired often by practical motives rather than by an aspiration to ritual murder, 
it is of course noticeable that the double demystification they brought about – murder 
and desecration – introduced a very strong tension into the narration and catharsis 
of these shocking events. It is, in other words, the ‘poetics’ rather than the ‘politics’ of 
transgression that attempt the ritualisation of the events29. The original character of 
both the works of Guibert and of Galbert proves how such a purging of emotions was 
frequently realised in a very innovative way30.

destroying Houses

A second particular expression of the consumption of space in the development of 
rebellion in Laon and Flanders, and which was also a recurrent pattern in medieval 
situations of feudmaking, is the repeated demolition and burning of private houses in 
and outside the town. While we noticed that authors like Guibert and Galbert were 
strongly inclined to interpret their cases of murder in a sanctuary as pregnant with di-
vine meaning, it turns out that these same clerical witnesses were much less insistent 
on uncovering symbolically important scenarios in their reports of the destruction of 
houses. This is particularly the case for Guibert of Nogent, for whom the burning of 
houses was but part of a logic of blind violence, retaliation or spontaneous plundering. 
His appreciation of these practices was still in line with the spirit which can be found 
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in the Peace of God movement of the late 10th and the early 11th centuries, through 
which the Church tried to regulate feudal violence to its own advantage. In Beauvais 
in 1023, for instance, such a peace oath had been formulated by bishop Warin and 
proposed to king Louis the Pious, in which, among other things, the burning and de-
stroying of houses was prohibited unless there was an enemy horseman or thief within 
it31. Guibert sighs, for example, when he is speaking of the violent feudmaking between 
Enguerrand of Boves, lord of Coucy near Laon, and the latter’s kinsman, count God-
frey of Namur, who were competing for the same woman: “who can tell of the looting 
and burning that broke out on both sides and the other things that such a storm usually 
brings forth?”32. And while describing the citizens of Laon who had fled from the town, 
he remarks, full of aversion: “those who had fled from it had pillaged and burned the 
houses of the clergy and nobles whom they hated, but now the remaining nobles seized 
all the property and equipment of the refugees, even down to the locks and bolts”33.

In this last description, Guibert points to a clear causal connection between the de-
structive behaviour of the inhabitants of Laon, both citizens as well as nobles, and the 
feelings of hate between them. In the last ten to fifteen years, however, pathbreaking 
research has been done into the role emotions played in medieval conflict manage-
ment34. Historians such as Barbara Rosenwein, Stephen White and Paul Hyams have 
managed to correct in particular the old representation of the Middle Ages as a period 
in which uncontrolled emotions were supposed to have functioned as the catalysts for 
completely immature behaviour and irrational violence. On the contrary, based upon 
recent insights from cultural anthropology as well as from cognitive psychology and 
neurosciences, they maintain that emotions like rancour, anger or shame played an im-
portant role in the creation and reproduction of identities, social relations etc., and that 
they should not at all be considered as indicators of anarchist or uncontrolled social 
behaviour35.

Yet the practice of destroying or burning houses can also be approached from the point 
of view of legal history, which teaches us that in certain cases it had nothing to do with 
spontaneous disorder. The so-called destructio or incendio had its origin in the common 
law of several West Germanic peoples. From the Early Middle Ages onwards, it was 
considered a kind of ceremonial legal measure to purge the community from the house 
and hearth of its criminals, who were thus degraded to “peaceless men” and exiles36. In 
the Capitulare Saxonicum of 798, for example, Charlemagne forbade the burning of 
houses in the context of private acts of revenge, but he stipulated that the incendio was 
a legal means to punish criminals who refused to subject themselves to the law, on the 
condition that the punishment be adopted unanimously by the whole community37. 
This customary law continued to be effective during the High Middle Ages. It was 
hence most likely that this old, customary practice was applied in the case of Galbert of 
Bruges’ description of how the chamberlain Isaac, one of the main Erembald conspira-
tors, fled on 9 March 1127 from his house just outside the suburbium of Bruges:
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Isaac, because he knew that he was accessory to the crime and damned himself for it, and 
was driven by fear of death, took to flight with only his squire, and so did his wife and serfs, 
men and women, and all his household; and wherever they happened to find themselves in 
that difficult flight by night, there they hid. The house and manor and more valuable equip-
ment, and other things they had once held in freedom and power, they now abandoned 
heedlessly and left as plunder for the enemy. On hearing this, at early dawn, the castellan 
of Ghent and Ivan rushed out from the siege with a crowd, seizing everything useful they 
found that could be carried of. Finally, by placing burning torches under the roofs they set 
fire to the house and farm buildings, and whatever they found there that could be destroyed 
by fire38.

In the development of criminal law during the High Middle Ages, it was princes who, 
in the first place, reserved for themselves the right to apply the destructio in order to 
punish serious crimes and to destroy those who managed to escape from their justice. 
Raoul Van Caenegem has clearly shown, for example, how the Flemish counts carried 
out the destruction of private fortresses in order to neutralise robber knights who were 
terrorising their surroundings39. Galbert of Bruges, who seems to have been very expe-
rienced in legal matters, was completely convinced of the legitimacy of the destructio 
as a means of princely power. That becomes clear from his account of the way in which 
Charles the Good, in February 1127, ordered the complete destruction of the house of 
Erembald Borsiard, a knight who was reputed to be a dangerous robber and who would 
become Charles’s assassin a few weeks later:

After listening solemnly to the complaints of those appealing to him, the count summoned 
his counsellors, and even many who were related to the provost, asking them by what pun-
ishment and with what degree of severity justice should deal with this crime. They advised 
him to burn down Borsiard’s house without delay because he had plundered the peasants 
of the count; and therefore strongly urged him to destroy that house because as long as it 
stood, so long would Borsiard indulge in fighting and pillaging and even killing, and would 
continue to lay waste the region. And so the count, acting on this advice, went and burned 
the house and destroyed the place to its foundations40.

Also in the episcopal town of Laon, it appears that the highest, royal power was able to 
impose similar punishments. Guibert does not say that in so many words, but from his 
account of how the royal representatives in Laon had reacted after the murder of Gé-
rard of Quierzy, it can be deduced that the burning of houses was related to some kind 
of punishment and banishment:

At this the royal prévôt, a very capable man named Ivo, summoned the king’s man and the 
burghers of the abbey of Saint-Jean, of which Gérard had been the guardian. They attacked 
the houses of those who had taken the oath to the conspiracy, plundering and burning and 
driving them out of the city41.

However, not only princes relied on these means during the High Middle Ages, as we 
already noted in the case of the demolition of the house of Borsiard. From the medieval 
borough charters of several towns in north-west Europe it appears that the destructio 
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was also adopted, from the early 12th century onwards, by several urban communities, 
with the approval of their princes, as an important instrument in the local criminal 
law42. In the vernacular, this privilege was often called the droit d’abattis or the droit de 
faire arsin. In the charter of Saint-Omer of 14 April 1127, issued by Charles the Good’s 
immediate successor William Clito, an article is included, for example, in which the 
right of the citizens to demolish inimical buildings outside the town is specified. In the 
next article of this same document, count William even issues a pardon to all those who 
had been implied in the lynching, one week earlier, of a certain Eustace of Steenvoorde, 
one of the traitors of the murdered count Charles43. We are actually given precise details 
of the way in which Eustace was punished in Galbert of Bruges’ account of the events 
of 7 April:

On the same day, Eustace of Steenvoorde, seized earlier by the citizens in Saint-Omer and 
later thrown into the conflagration of the house where he had fled, was burned to ashes; 
being marked with the stigma of the treachery, he deserved to suffer such a death44.

Here we notice at the same time the beginning of a tradition of punishment and cleans-
ing which was going to persist in several towns, according to which houses had played 
a role in the execution of a crime – in the case of Eustace, the house which had offered 
him a hideout – should be destroyed45.

As the burning of town houses was not without risk due to multiple wooden construc-
tions in medieval cities, the actual application of this measure was rather exceptional46. 
Yet the droit d’abattis remained one of the important representations of what Marc 
Boone has described as the “burghers’ right to judge the private use of space within 
the city”, which was “one of the cornerstones of the commune’s spatial expression”47. 
Indeed, though several communal uprisings of the High Middle Ages seem at first 
sight to have been failures, especially seen through the eyes of ecclesiastical authors 
like Guibert of Nogent, they offered a basis for the development of a new lay urban 
identity which was going to confirm itself gradually, not only through administrative 
and legal institutions, but also through the shaping of the communal space. It was this 
evolution which also led to the development of a typical spatial communal infrastruc-
ture, with both practical and symbolic importance, of which market places, town gates, 
halls and belfries were going to become the main expressions. However, in the Late 
Middle Ages, in the context of growing state formation, the practice of the destructio 
was picked up again with much greater vigour by kings and great princes, such as the 
dukes of Burgundy, in their attempts to monopolise military and legal authority to the 
detriment of the urban centres of power. Yet, while this punishment had been limited 
until then to the demolition of individual, private buildings, we notice that, from the 
1430s onwards, princes did not hesitate to humiliate complete towns by destroying the 
most important symbolic buildings of the local power, when urban populations were 
revolting too overtly against their centralising ambitions48. 
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conclusion

At the end of this short chapter I would like to argue that when we are trying to read 
the manipulation and the consumption of space during episodes of revolt, we should 
preferably not come too easily to interpretations in terms of symbolic transgression or 
popular spontaneity. If we rely too much on the discourses of our medieval witnesses, 
we run the risk of just simply copying their medieval ‘native anthropology’49. I hope 
to have made clear, however, that there is always a tension to be discovered between 
historical discourse and historical event. The texts of Guibert of Nogent and of Galbert 
of Bruges are good examples of immensely rich sources, which, nevertheless, were not 
only conveyors of meaning but also and foremost creators of meaning. By comparing 
the way in which sacred and private space were manipulated during the revolts in Laon 
and Flanders in the first third of the 12th century, we should notice how our authors 
– with their different ideologies of a rural monk and an urban cleric respectively – were 
displaying very different attitudes. In their understanding of political assassination in 
sanctuaries they were mainly tending to embroider the divine meaning of this act of 
transgression. But, as we have seen, churches also offered interesting practical advan-
tages for people with murderous plans. Even in our own times, these motivations have 
led to several political assassinations in or close to temples. We can think for example of 
Archbishop Oscar Arnulfo Romero from El Salvador, closely tied to the movement of 
liberation theology, who was killed on 24 March 1980 while celebrating a mass in a hos-
pital of one of San Salvador’s outskirts and who is moreover also still standing a chance 
of being canonised one day by the Catholic Church50. On the other hand, as to the 
practice of destroying private houses, our authors – and especially Guibert of Nogent 
– turned out to be far less explicit in expressing the symbolic meaning and effectiveness 
of these punishments. That the practice of house demolition actually does have both a 
symbolic significance and a strong societal effect, was even proved very recently in the 
occupied Palestinian territories. During the first intifada, and again between 2001 and 
2005, Israel considered the destruction of the houses of Palestinians, known or sus-
pected of attacks against Israelis, an important aspect of its policy of deterrence51. Only 
on 17 February 2005, Israel’s Minister of Defense announced a cessation of punitive 
house demolitions52.
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52 Israel Limits House Demolitions, in “BBC News”, 17 February 2005 (http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-
/2/hi/middle_east/4274977.stm, accessed on 18 June 2008).
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